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THE MUSICAL TIMES-JULY I920 

THE SECULAR MUSIC OF ANCIENT 

EGYPT 

BY JEFFREY PULVER 
(Concluded,from June number, Sjage 410.) 

The second period of Egyptian art falls in the 
reigns of the kings of the Eleventh and Twelfth 
Dynasties ('The Middle Empire')--an art which 
was developed directly out of that of the 'Ancient 
Empire' (Budge). King Mentuhotep III. (the ninth 
of the Eleventh Dynasty) was a great patron of the 
arts, and a very fine song-the celebrated 'Song of 
the Harper'-on the walls of the palace of Antef, 
belongs to this period. The Twelfth and Thirteenth 
Dynasties literalFy abound in evidence of musical 
activity. These Theban Dynasties, rightly called the 
'Golden Age' of Egypt, provide us with works that 
are perfectly astounding in their excellence; yet, 
according to Arthur Evans's discoveries, the most 
fprimitive culture of Greece, as exhibited in the 
' Island Graves,' was more or less contemporaneous 
with the period of the Twelfth Egyptian Dynasty. 
Instruments of music are common, not only in 
pictorial representation, but in actual tangible remains. 
Under king Amenemhat III., in particular, the 
country enjoyed an art and a prosperity difficult to 
realise to-day. But Amenemhat III. was probably 
one of the greatest kings who ever sat upon the throne 
of Egypt (B.C. c. 2300). It is interesting to note 
in passing that under the Middle Empire, as well as 
in the Ancient, it is generally men who performed, 
the women usually dancing or keeping time. 

There can be no doubt that much Asiatic influence 
was brought to bear upon the Egyptian art of 
these reigns, and it is very probable that several 
foreign instruments and methods were imported. 
Under Usertsen II. a number of Semitic immigrants 
arrived, bearing their own musical traditions with 
them These Beni-Hassan strangers came in B.C. 
2366, and settled, some authorities seeing in them 
the family of Jacob. If this be so, then we can see 
more easily how one nation of antiquity influenced 
another (see also my article ' Israel's Music-Lesson 
in Egypt,' Musical Times, July, I915). Still more 
foreign invasions, both peaceful and otherwise, took 
place from the Thirteenth to the Seventeenth 
Dynasties, and much confusion prevails in the 
chrono'ogy. But the outstanding feature was the 
almost unopposed entry of the Hyksos, and the 
entire change they wrought in the trend of 
Egyptian thought, though these shepherd kings 
ended by themselves adopting Egyptian civilisation. 
For a more detailed account of this period I must 
again refer the reader to the Musical Times article 
mentioned above. The growing power of Southern 
Egypt eventually expelled the Hyksos, and the 
Seventeenth Dynasty was, as Budge thinks, most 
probably ' the direct descendant of the Thirteenth.' 
Such being the case, we are not surprised again to 
find in the catacombs of El-Amarna pictorial repre- 
sentations of true Egyptian music. Thus we ste the 
departed master of the house with his wife listening 
to two singers accompanied by harps and flutes, while 
a girl beats time with the native clappers. 

The art which was restored in the Seventeenth 
Dynasty came to its highest development in the 
Eighteenth; and during the reign of this house, 
Egyptian music rose to a height of excellence that is 
hardly credible. Aahmes, the first of the Dynasty, was 
a man of powerful mentality, and under his firm rule 
the country was soon assured a period of prosperity 

His great achievement was the war by which he 
dislodged the Hyksos from their last strongholds 
and established the independence of Egypt; and by 
the time the third king of the Dynasty (Tahut-mes or 
Thothmes II.) ascended the throne, the Nile 
valley was a model for the world in art. Some of 
the outstanding principles of Greek art were first 
developed there, and the Greeks themselves did 
not hesitate to look upon Egypt as one of the chief 
sources of our European civilization. Luxurious 
living and feasting were common, and every occasion 
was honoured by and with music on a sumptuous 
scale. During meals, female singers and nefer- 
players, or a chorus of men, accompanied on harps, 
or quartets and quintets of various instruments, 
performed. Wilkinson says that 'when hired to 
attend at a party, the musicians either stood in the 
centre or at one side of the festive chamber, and 
some sat cross-legged on the ground,' and give? 
(Plate XI.) an illustration, from a Theban tomb, of 
such a concert-party. Thothmes III., after his 
campaign against Megiddo, where the enemy 
attacked 'with much music' (Lepsius iii. 31b, 
line 62), settled down to a reign of peace, during 
which wealth and luxury were seen on every hand. 
But besides being the chief attraction at banquets, 
music was also used as a relaxation and as a 
consoling agent. Thus we see an interesting picture 
on the tomb of Rekh-mh-Ra at Kurna, showing this 
eminent official in the act of listening to singing and 
to a performance on instruments. Later in the 
Dynasty, the number of musical instruments increases; 
under Akhen-aten (Amen-hotep IV.) we actually find 
a Theban school of music and dancing. Lepsius 
reproduces the illustration, and Petrie (' History of 
Egypt,' ii. 222) gives a reduced sketch of it. And 
such an Academy of Music existed, approximately, 
fourteen centuries before the Christian era opened. 
The date of Thothmes III. is completely fixed by 
astronomical calculation at March 20, B.C. I503, to 
February I4, B.C. 1449. 

The Eighteenth Dynasty presents a great change 
in Egyptian music; and, as far as the remains go, 
the change seems to have been for the better. A 
larger number of instruments are found, and they 
exhibit new design, sizes, and methods. The 
influence of Asia, at this time, was very strong, and 
the cult of music extended to women as well as men. 
The conquests of Thothmes III. in Western Asia 
brought Asiatic fashions into the Egyptian Court. 
Moreover, the wife of Amen-hotep III. and the 
mother of Akhen-aten was Syrian, and much of the 
new trend can be traced to her influence. Queen 
Kirgipa entered Egypt accompanied by three 
hundred and seventeen women attendants, and with 
such an entourage, the spread of Syrian customs 
must have been rather rapid at Court (' Zeitschrift 
fur Aegyptische Sprache,' xviii. 82). A letter (No. 
XII) from Dushratta, king of Mitanni, to Akhen- 
aten, mentions instruments. And the influence that 
Syria exercised upon the Egypt of the time of 
Thothmes III. must have been as good as it was 
powerful, for the state of civilization in Syria at that 
period was quite equal, if not superior, to that of 
Egypt itself. As Petrie says (History, ii. 146), 
there was technical work there 'which could teach 
them rather than be taught.' Nor can there be any 
doubt that among the captives taken from Megiddo 
back to Egypt must have been a large number of 
skilled craftsmen. In fact, the Annals state as 
much. But luxury and ease soon had their usual 

459 

This content downloaded from 204.235.148.92 on Sun, 14 Feb 2016 01:31:33 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


THE MUSICAL TIMES--JULY I 1920 THE MUSICAL TIMES--JULY I 1920 

results, and the power of Egypt at home and abroad 
crumbled away gradually as the last of the Dynasty 
ruled. 

It cannot be said that the Ramesside Dynasty 
(the Nineteenth) did much further to develop the art 
of music in Egypt. Still, the science had obtained 
too great a hold on the people to fall away. The 
instruments continued to increase in size, and 
presumably in tonal power. A very interesting 
specimen of the harp from the Temple of Abydos 
(P1. XX., fig. 3, Egypt. Research Account, 
1902. Caulfield) dating from the time of Seti I. 
(B.C. c. 1320) shows a curious and ingenious method of 
double-stringing on an almost semicircular body. 
I should think this to have been a serious attempt to 
increase the tone-volume, and to prove that the 
interest taken in music was by no means on the 
wane. But when we reach the reign of the third 
king of that Dynasty (Ramessu, or Ramses II.) we 
find a sad decline in the art of the country. People 
still lived luxuriously, but the work of this reign, 
when compared with that of Seti I., is clumsy, 
careless, and cheap. Things went on in a happy-go- 
lucky fashion as the Dynasty drew to a close. Peace 
reigned, it is true, and 'by night resounds not the 
cry "Stop " . . . in the mouth of the people; one 
goes with singing . . .' (Temple of Meremptah, 
Karnak); but no advance was made. Soon decay 
set in, and, as the Harris Papyrus says, 'the land of 
Egypt was overthrown. Every man was his own 
guide; they had no superiors. From the abundant 
years of the past we had come to other times.' 
Such, certainly, were not the conditions under which 
art could flourish. 

The first king of the Twentieth Dynasty (Ramessu 
III.) caused the lamp of Egyptian greatness to burn 
up anew for a short while. The country was well- 
organized and well-governed, although it had already 
begun to decline from its previous high moral state. 
Nevertheless, considerable musical remains are to be 
found. The 'large and elaborate harps first 
announced by Pocock and Norden, and subsequently 
copied by Bruce from the Theban tomb, belong to 
this reign (B.C. C 200). Their beauty and 
elegance were so great that Bruce's veracity was 
doubted; and it was not until Captains Irby and 
Mangles, accompanied by the eminent Belzoni, 
visited Thebes and found Bruce's name 'scratched 
over the very harp,' that any credence was given to 
the discovery. The sketch was originally made for 
Burney. Wilkinson reproduces the pictures of these 
two harps: one a finely ornamented instrument with 
ten strings, considerably over man's height, and 
decorated with a head at the bottom of the sound-case, 
and the other still larger, with twenty-six visible 
pegs. The crumbling power of the succeeding kings 
brought the third great musical period to a close, 
and with the conquering Ethiopian Dynasties came 
an era of artistic stagnation. 

By the middle of the 8th century, Egypt was 
broken up, and subsequently re-organized by the 
Assyrians. But the struggle between Ethiopia and 
Assyria for the dominion of Egypt was ended by 
influence from outside. Psamtek I., opening the 
Twenty-sixth Dynasty, crushed the petty local rulers, 
and with the help of foreign mercenaries (chiefly 
Greek) and of loyal Egyptians, once more welded the 
country into one solid Empire. And here begins 
its fourth and last period of musical activity. 
The advent of so many Greek auxiliaries resulted in 
the formation of a large and important Greek colony; 
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but it is an open question whether they influenced 
Egyptian art very much. More probably the land 
of the Pharaohs was still able to teach them more 
than it learned of them. The dynasty was an 
era of antiquarian revival; the works of art stand on 
a high plane of excellence, and as Sayce says, 
'only wanted originality to make them successful. 
As it was, the art of the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty was 
careful and good, and under its rule, Egypt enjoyed 
for the last time a St. Luke's summer of renown.' 
The last king to encourage true Egyptian art before 
the advent of the Persians, was Aahmes-si-Neit 
(Amasis II.). This was the period when the Greeks 
were acquiring their musical knowledge on the Nile. 
A few feeble Egyptian kings followed the Persians, 
and then came another period of Persian rule. 
The country had ceased to be Egyptian, and 
many of the old literary and artistic traditions 
had already died out. 'The native spirit was 
broken .... the nation with a history that 
numbered thousands of years, and the country that 
had shed the light of civilization abroad when those 
round about were steeped in barbarism and ignorance, 
now sank into a darkness which obscured and 
eventually swallowed up the glory and majesty of the 
Pharaohs and their land' (Budge). Under the 
Ptolemies the artists still continued to copy the 
older style, but in character the art was no longer 
purely Egyptian, and with Amasis II. our 
consideration of Ancient Egyptian music must end 
(B.C. c. 550). 

In closing this sketch of Egyptian musical history, 
it will be necessary to draw attention to the scope of 
the period. The whole ground traversed represents 
a matter of, roughly, four thousand years. The first 
period of musical greatness covered a thousand years, 
and was separated from the second by about four 
hundred years of darkness. The second period 
lasted approximately half a millennium, and was 
followed by the third after an interval of nine 
hundred years. This 'New Empire' revival of 
' Middle Empire' art occupied about three hundred 
and seventy years, to be succeeded by, roundly, 
seven hundred years of strife and art-decadence. 
The last flicker under Amasis II. lasted only about 
fifty years, being but a short interval of prosperity 
between the two eras of conquest. A consideration 
of the harmonic system used by the Egyptians, and 
a closer examination of their instruments of music, 
must be left for another occasion. 

'THE CRYES OF LONDON' 

'The Cryes of London' were heard in the Great 
Hall of Westminster School on June 9, at a lecture 
by Sir Frederick Bridge. The Dean of Westminster 
was present, and there was a very large audience. The 
lecture was in aid of a Westminster charity, and 
realised a large sum. The 'Cryes' by Weelkes. 
Gibbons, and Dering were given, and also some 
rounds founded on the 'cryes,' and a 'Freeman's 
Song' by Ravenscroft. The string accompaniment 
was played throughout with the mutes on-which 
gave a very good idea of the old-time tone. Miss 
Peachey, Miss Champneys, and Mr. Graham Smart 
were the vocalists, and the players were from Trinity 
College. The delightful old Fancies made a great 
impression, and the surroundings of the old hall- 
formerly the dormitory of the monks-added much 
to the effect of this interesting revival. 
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